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RESPONDING TO MIGRANT WORKERS:  
THE CASE OF AUSTRALIA
At the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, as borders 
began to close and airlines ceased operations, numerous groups of 
Australians found themselves stranded in countries overseas. At the 
same time, there were a significant number of non-citizens in Australia 
including tourists, migrants and students whose situation also became 
critical. This article considers the specific responses of the Australian 
government towards migrants on temporary visas. It presents a timeline 
of how a country that relies heavily on migrant workers to fill essential 
roles in the labour market, including in the health sector, addressed their 
needs. It also highlights how temporary migrants are narrowly viewed 
as a form of convenient labour, with the Acting Minister for Immigration 
Alan Tudge stating that “Australians and permanent residents must be 
the Government’s number one focus”.1 This fails to recognise the vital 
contribution of migrants to the workforce and as taxpayers.
Australia relies on a large annual migrant intake with 2019-2020 
planning levels for permanent places comprising 108,682 places for 
migrants in the skilled stream, 47,732 in the family stream and 18,750 
in the humanitarian stream.2 Temporary migration has also increased 
significantly with the estimate for all short-term skilled workers, 
working holiday makers, international students and New Zealanders on 
temporary special category visas at over 1 million persons.3 At the time 
of the COVID-19 crisis, there were an estimated 2.17 million people in 
Australia on temporary visas including 565,000 international students, 
139,000 temporary skilled workers, 118,000 working holiday makers and 
185,000 people on other temporary visas.4 The main countries of origin 
for temporary migrants are India, the United Kingdom, the Philippines 
and China, with the majority being professionals who are employed 
in accommodation/food services, health care, information media and 
technology sector and other services.5 This complex visa system is 
managed by the Department of Home Affairs. 
Migrant workers may be in Australia with their spouses and families, 
who have differential access to public education, Medicare, government-
funded legal assistance and many other forms of social security, 
depending on their visa type. This tiered approach to social benefits 
filters down to services provided to people rendered unemployed due 
to COVID-19 restrictions.
1 https://minister.homeaffairs.gov.au/alantudge/Pages/Coronavirus-and-Temporary-Visa-holders.aspx
2 https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-statistics/statistics/visa-statistics/live/humanitarian-program Humanitarian stream figures for 2019-2020 were not 




6 The JobKeeper Payment scheme is a temporary subsidy for businesses significantly affected by coronavirus (COVID-19). Eligible employers, sole traders and other 






As noted above, from the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Australian 
citizens and permanent residents were prioritised for assistance, 
including through an economic package of support known as 
JobKeeper.6 This overlooked the fact that temporary migrants may not 
have been able to leave Australia and were not eligible for other forms 
of social security. Furthermore, temporary visa holders whose visas are 
tied to specific employers, if they are stood down or have their hours 
reduced, risk breaching their visa conditions.7 Advice from the Acting 
Minister of Immigration was that: 
[V]isa holders who have been laid off due to coronavirus 
should leave the country in line with existing visa 
conditions if they are unable to secure a new sponsor. 
However, should a 4-year visa holder be re-employed 
after the coronavirus pandemic, their time already 
spent in Australia will count towards their permanent 
residency skilled work experience requirements.8
While some stop-gaps were put in place such as opportunities to 
access superannuation, these measures overlooked the fact that 
temporary migrants faced the same hardships as Australians and 
permanent residents who had lost their employment. The advice to 
leave the country could jeopardise people’s chances of returning to 
Australia where they have ties, as well as possibly long term links, in the 
communities where they live and work.
In the midst of the response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Federal 
Opposition Spokesperson for Immigration and Home Affairs, Kristina 
Kenneally, questioned restarting the temporary skilled migration 
programme when borders re-open and restrictions ease. She suggested 
that temporary migrants take jobs from Australians, are a source of 
cheap labour that “undercuts wages for Australian workers and takes 
jobs Australians could do”.9 Some have suggested that this ‘go home’ 
message “trashes Australia’s reputation for the future, deepens the 
recession and makes recovery more difficult”.10 There is also little 
evidence of a direct relationship between temporary migration and 
wage growth or domestic unemployment.11
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At the same time efforts were underway to ensure that migrants 
received public health messages about COVID-19 in their native 
languages. Arguably the negative messages from Federal politicians 
that distanced temporary migrants from the wider population also 
altered their perceptions of the support they would receive from  
the Australian government if they had urgent health needs. This  
could be counterproductive with devastating health consequences,  
as has been seen in other countries with large cohorts of migrant 
workers such as Singapore.
There were also some positive gestures made at state and local levels 
towards temporary migrants such as support schemes for temporary 
migrants and other groups, including asylum seekers and international 
students.12 However this response has been uneven and put in place 
to fill gaps left by the lack of a comprehensive federal response. As 
others have observed, “COVID-19 does not discriminate based on visa, 
residency or citizenship status and nor should our policies responding 
to it”.13 The inconsistent messages sent to all people residing in Australia 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the lack of support offered to 
temporary migrants during a time of crisis may have far-reaching 
impacts into the future. This includes a lack of trust between the 
government and temporary migrants, disruption to efforts to achieve 
community cohesion with migrant groups, and a failure to address the 
health needs of all Australians, whether current or future permanent 
residents or citizens. Such a short-sighted response reflects a long 
standing politicisation of immigration and a treatment of temporary 
migrants as flexible labour.14
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12 https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/apr/30/victoria-latest-state-to-help-temporary-migrants-excluded-from-federal-coronavirus-support
13 https://www.smh.com.au/business/workplace/protection-of-temporary-migrants-is-now-a-public-health-issue-20200406-p54hk6.html
14 https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/newscentre/news_centre/story_archive/2015/temporary_migrants_are_people,_not_labour
